Baseline microbiological studies, seeking to take a "snapshot" of the quality or safety of product produced across the nation at a point in time, are a valuable adjunct to other sources of information on quality or safety of foods. The industry conducted the last of four baselines of beef and sheep meat in 2011 resulting in peer reviewed publications 3, 4 as well as a comprehensive report for the industry and customers 5 . Publication provides all stakeholders with access to information that can be used for various purposes. It is not the purpose of this article to attempt to summarise the results, but it is worth noting that frozen boneless beef had a mean bacterial count of 166 cfu/g and frozen boneless
sheep meat had a mean bacterial count of 631 cfu/g. These are
extraordinarily good results for a raw agricultural product and suggest a high degree of safety considering that meat is intended to be cooked prior to consumption.
Having data that can be compared to those of major trading partners is one very good reason for conducting baseline studies. All over the world (including Australia) there is a continuing suspicion that imported food products are inferior to domestic product, so providing a comprehensive data set can allay those fears. In effect, a wellconducted baseline study provides validation that the entire system (for example, sourcing of animals, processing methods, quality assurance and regulatory oversight) is resulting in microbiological quality (and therefore, safety) that is acceptable to the importing country. These data should be accepted as a basis for determining that World Trade Organisation rules on technical barriers to trade are not being breached.
However, there is great difficulty in conducting a survey that is comparable to other surveys due to differences in design, sampling and testing methods. The approaches taken in these surveys have attempted to align with international approaches, but there is not always a consensus. There has been a high degree of consistency taken through the four Australian surveys but, for various reasons, there has been a change in the microorganisms examined, and in the most recent surveys, there has been a change in the products sampled.
Baseline studies provide an opportunity to examine meat for microorganisms not routinely examined. Routine testing includes
Total Viable Count (same as Standard Plate Count, except that incubation is performed at 258C for 4 days), E. coli and Salmonella.
Baselines have provided the opportunity to survey for the prevalence and concentration of microbes that may be significant to food safety (such as Clostridium perfringens, Staphylococcus aureus) or are potential issues in trade (Listeria monocytogenes).
The type of sample collected has shifted in the most recent survey towards packed product. Previous surveys had always tested chilled carcases; which is only part way through the process (carcases are subsequently cut into smaller pieces, or primals), but of great interested to veterinarians, and of importance in quality control.
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